A shockwave could be about to hit the normally tranquil waters of social science. A German economist, specializing in environmental science and technology, has allegedly committed serial plagiarism and invented academic affiliations going back decades. The case should act as a warning sign to editors about how widespread plagiarism and deception may be, experts say.
Events may only now be catching up with Hans Werner Gottinger, 63, who is drifting into retirement in the town of Ingolstadt, Germany. This week the journal Research Policy is set to retract a 1993 paper by Gottinger, which analysed demand for spin-off technologies from Ronald Reagan's Strategic Defense Initiative. An accompanying editorial explains that two referees concluded that the article substantially plagiarized a paper published in 1980 in the Journal of Business by Frank Bass, then an economist at Purdue University in West Lafayette, Indiana. The editorial also profiles other cases of plagiarism.
Gottinger claims that he has "only scant recollection" of events so long in the past, but insists that he did not intend to plagiarize. He adds that he has "sincerely apologized" for any misunderstandings.
Problems with his paper came to the journal editors' attention in June, when a student noted that whole paragraphs and strings of complex mathematical equations in the Bass paperwhich analysed demand for consumer-durable technologies -had been repeated almost exactly in Gottinger's paper. Gottinger did not acknowledge the Bass paper in his work.
Further investigations by one of the journal editors, Ben Martin, an expert in science policy at the University of Sussex in Brighton, UK, revealed that this was not the first such case. In 1999, the editors of the economics journal Kyklos had withdrawn a 1996 paper by Gottinger after finding that it had plagiarized a 1992 paper in the "I was shocked and saddened that someone in my profession could do something like that, " Chen says. For his part, Gottinger says that the papers were "clearly designed as review papers and did not claim any novel ideas".
Martin then contacted Gottinger's supposed employer, Maastricht University in the Netherlands, about the cases. But the university says that Gottinger has never been appointed or affiliated with it in any capacity. "We have written to Gottinger and asked him to remove from the web all reference to an affiliation with our university, " says university spokeswoman Jeanine Hermans. Gottinger told Nature that the affiliation was a "misguided muddling" of other institutes in Maastricht with which he claims to have been affiliated, and says he has contacted all the web pages he can think of to correct matters. Nature has checked other claims made by Gottinger, including membership of professional societies and editorships of several influential journals. We failed to confirm membership of any of the societies, and some of the journals deny he was ever an editor with them. He was, however, removed from the advisory board of Technology Forecasting and Social Change in 2003, after the journal became aware of the issue of the Kyklos plagiarism.
A chequered career
Gottinger started out in 1973 as a faculty member at the University of Bielefeld in northern Germany, until his resignation in 1980. His co-worker Peter Weingart remembers him as someone strongly orientated towards mathematical approaches, which was unusual in a sociology department. "He was considered highly intelligent but reserved, " Weingart says.
In 1979, Gottinger was sacked from the GSF national research centre in Munich because of deception relating to a European Union grant application. From the mid-1980s on, he started to list Maastricht University as his academic affiliation on papers. In 1988 he was appointed as director of the Fraunhofer Institute for Technological Trend Analysis in Euskirchen near Bonn. He says he left over professional differences of opinion; current director Uwe Wiemken says the appointment "didn't end peacefully". During his career, Gottinger has clocked up more than 100 articles in reputable journals, and was shortlisted for the rectorship of the University of Klagenfurt in Austria in 1995, coming within a whisker of being elected.
Institutions that employed him are reluctant to discuss details of his case. Nature has investigated other affiliations claimed by Gottinger at different times and found many to be inaccurate -including Osaka University in Japan, which Gottinger attributes to a "sloppy misrepresentation" of claimed affiliations with two other institutes in the city.
So how could he have got away with so much alleged deception for so long? Detecting plagiarism is not easy (see 'Copycat trap'). Martin also speculates that the highly mathematical nature of Gottinger's work, unusual in the social sciences, may have been tough on referees. "It's frightening -it suggests plagiarism may be much more common than we previously thought, " says Martin. "It undermines the basis of trust we have -and must continue to have -in our academic literature and our research community. "
Most scientists who had contact with Gottinger refer to him as a lone operatoronly occasionally did he have a co-author. One of these was Peter Weimann, now a professor at the University of Applied Sciences in Berlin.
(None of his co-authored papers is suspected of having plagiarized work.) Weimann says that Gottinger was "hard to work with because he was not very communicative".
In a final twist, Martin has found that one of Gottinger's papers (in 1992) may itself have been plagiarized -in 2005, by an academic from Zimbabwe. Plagiarists should beware. The next time they submit a paper to a journal, a red flag may pop up on the editors' screen warning them that the article's word patterns are suspiciously similar to those of a published paper. A pilot of this computer cop, called CrossCheck, was launched on 1 August by CrossRef, a group of 2,046 scholarly publishers.
Commercial software of this kind has been available for some time, but until now subscription firewalls have prevented its use with online literature. CrossCheck is able to access the databases of its member publishers. Like a search engine on the web, the program computes the similarity of word strings to yield an originality score. Suspect scores are flagged-up, and it displays similar excerpts of text from different sources. But an editor will need to examine the flagged up papers to confirm plagiarism.
If all goes well, the service could be available as soon as November and other software providers could request access in the future, says Geoffrey Bilder, director of strategic initiatives at CrossRef. Publishers could also get authors to test their papers before submission, which would spread out the work and allow honest authors to check they hadn't inadvertently 'cut and paste' verbatim, says Bilder.
The downside, he notes, is that the program would let hardened plagiarists play the system, by rewording detected passages. "It might just force people to become more sophisticated plagiarists."
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